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ABSTRACT
The Effect of Social Presence on Students’ Perceived Learning and Satisfaction in Online Courses
Joseph Nyandusi Nyachae
This study investigated the effects of social presence on students’ perceived learning and
satisfaction in online courses. The participants for this study were 81 graduate students enrolled
in four special education online courses offered at a major higher education institution located in
a Mid-Atlantic state. Two research questions were used to conduct the research:
1. Can we predict in a statistically significant fashion using linear regression students’
perceived learning in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and
number of interactive elements in the course?
2. Can we predict in a statistically significant fashion using linear regression students’
satisfaction in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and number of
interactive elements in the course?
The results indicated that there positive correlation between perceived learning and the two
independent variables (number of interactive elements and social presence). Social presence had
a positive relationship with perceived learning. There was no statistically significant relationship
between interactive elements and perceived learning. Results also showed that there was a
positive correlation between satisfaction and the two independent variables (number of
interactive elements and social presence). Social presence had a positive relationship satisfaction.
There was no statistically significant relationship between interactive elements and satisfaction.
The study demonstrated that interactive elements alone did not have an impact on students’
perceived learning and satisfaction.
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CHAPTER I – INTRODUCTION
Background
While technology has influenced virtually every aspect of society, it has had its
greatest effect on educational opportunities. Within the last generation technology
development and the demand for higher education has created a great migration towards
distance education. According to Tallent-Runnels et al (2006), “rapid development of
technology, online instruction has emerged as an alternative mode of teaching and learning
and a substantial supplement to traditional teaching” (p. 93). Allen and Seaman (2003) write
that over 80% of institutions of higher education in the United States offer either completely
online or blended/hybrid courses. Conventional teaching methods are being recreated to
incorporate web-based components aimed at:
1) changing workloads of faculty,
2) increasing access to courses, and
3) addressing the issues of
a) student-to-student interaction and
b) Teacher-to student interaction (Tiangha, 2003).
Computer-mediated communication (CMC) has improved the way students share and
acquire knowledge while living in vastly different geographical areas. As the number of
traditional brick and mortar colleges developing and delivering content in distance learning
environments increases, so does the need to research and identify the elements that increase
student satisfaction and knowledge retention. With the introduction of computer-based
distance education, educators have tried to incorporate novel methods of learning in which
online learners team up in groups towards a universal similar goal. This is done with the

2
confidence that increased communication and collaboration between group members would
greatly improve both the learning results and happiness with the experience of students.
Current research in distance education has changed its focus from understanding the
technology such as computer-mediated communication, to how this technology can be used
to enhance how students learn with it. Following this trend, institutions have been evaluating
methods to determine which mechanisms work best to support learners’ overall retention of
material and contentment with their learning experience.
One key area of focus is to understand not only the social processes but also how
students learn in computer-mediated communication environments. A major objective of
online learning is to create an effective environment for instruction. In order for students to
achieve the targeted learning outcome, the environment must assist them to become
successful and satisfied learners by helping them to communicate and interact with each
other, the content and the instructor. This notion of interaction is a very important part of the
educational process and it should be considered when developing online courses (Roberson
& Klotz, 2002).
Social presence is the key facilitator in how students form stronger associations;
construct a sense of community, and ultimately increasing their contentment with the whole
learning experience (Woods & Keeler, 2001). Wegerif (1998) also states that “Without a
feeling of community people are on their own, likely to be anxious, defensive and unwilling
to take the risks involved in learning” (p. 48). Social presence allows learners to emotionally
and socially view themselves as part of the online learning community. An online community
as defined by Rupert, Hassas, Li, and Sherwood (2007) is “a community of people that
communicate and interact socially using the Internet as the medium of communication.
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Online communities are composed of people from different groups who participate in a
common social environment.” Garrison and Anderson (2003) suggest, “It is inconceivable to
think that one could create a community without some degree of social presence” (p. 49).
According to Esani (2010) social presence is “the ability of participants within the
online learning community to project their personal characteristics into the community and
present themselves as real people.” (p. 187). Social presence is when members of a
community feel a part of the community and are recognized and appreciated. In order for the
online learning to be successful, interactivity is necessary between the instructors and
students, and between the students (Sherry, 1996). Salmon (2004) argues that the success of
online students is how well the course is designed to encourage interactivity in a learning
community. In an online environment, the learners are physically separated from each other
and as a result, their channels of communication are constrained by the technology they are
using. Efficient and clear channels of communication are necessary for effective learning and
interaction among learners.
Even though research has been done regarding distance education, it is imperative to
examine different elements of online learning, in particular the role of social presence.
According to Russo and Benson (2005), “more investigation of students’ assessment of their
own presence and its relationship to course outcomes are in order” (p. 60). Social presence as
well as its impact on student accomplishment is a subject that is both interesting and is
needed in order to gain deeper insight into how social presence effects online learning of
students. Saenz (2002) affirms that “these factors may provide insightful information to
instructional designers and distance educators” as they design and development of online
courses (p. 1).
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Need for the Study and Rationale
More and more higher learning institutions are offering online courses and as a result,
there been an increased debate on the effectiveness of these courses, their design,
development, and implementation. Even with the constant growth, there are still some
criticism coming from the institutions, instructors and students. Some learners in the online
environment feel isolated due to lack of face-to-face contact. The majority of these
institutions are experiencing a difficult task on how successfully to design, to develop and to
implement online courses that provide students an opportunity to have a positive connection
between their sense of presence and what they are learning in an online environment.
Research has revealed that there are obvious and apparent associations between online
learning and their human relations. Because online learners do not necessarily meet in
person, it is imperative that they feel socially present while participating and interacting in
this new environment. Social presence is critical because human beings naturally want to feel
that they are needed, that they have a role to play in something, and are not isolated
According to Hiltz (1994), “the social process of developing shared understanding through
interaction is the ‘natural’ way for people to learn” (p. 22). There is a need for the learners to
comprehend that they are part of this new community.
Unfortunately, not enough research has been devoted to inquire whether learners feel
socially present in online communities and how this effects their perceived learning and
affects their satisfaction. Social presence is something, which is sometimes overlooked by
many institutions of higher learning when implementing online education in their curriculum.
Studies on the perception of social presence as it applies to online learning, show that there
are researchers who argue that online courses lacks the social distinctiveness required to

5
develop social presence. According to Richardson and Swan (2003), “critics claim that webbased or online learning is not as effective as traditional classroom learning because of its
lack of face to face interactions” (p. 69). These researchers maintain that computer-mediated
communication technologies lack social signals such as non-verbal communication, eye
contact, body language, and in some cases voice recognition. According to Berge and Collins
(1995), “Lack of social cues and face-to-face interaction increases the sense of isolation for
persons using this medium to teach and learn” (p. 13).
Deficiency of social interaction among learners in learning communities makes
distance learning appear boring and unexciting for both the learner and the educator. Due to
this impression, the research of understanding social presence and how it affects learners is
highly complex. Picciano (2002) proposes that the impression of social presence differs from
individual to individual, and that these impressions are fundamentally superficial opinions
based on personal ideologies. It is therefore essential to understand the relationship of social
presence among learners in online learning communities and whether it affects their
perceived learning and affects their satisfaction. In addition, the bulk of research on social
presence has mainly focused on the perception of social presence. Fewer have looked at the
effect of social presence on the learner’s perceived learning (Lowenthal, 2009).
Perceived learning is the extent to which learners recognize that they have obtained
new knowledge or corrected their shortcomings in their earlier knowledge. Perceived
learning is the point of view that a learner has concerning the learning that has taken place.
Alavi et al (2002) define perceived learning as “changes in the learner’s perceptions of skill
and knowledge levels before and after the learning experience” (p.406). It is imperative to
look at how students perceive their learning because it offers both instructors and
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instructional designers an opportunity to make revisions or additions to the course with
respect to the way the content is delivered, assessments are conducted and how the course
tools are used. These changes could improve the quality of the courses as well as enhance the
learner’s experience.
It is also imperative to further research on whether social presence in online courses
improves student satisfaction. Sweeney and Ingram (2001), define student satisfaction as the
learner’s “perception of enjoyment and accomplishment in the learning environment” (p. 57).
Learner satisfaction is a major factor for the growth of online education. Determining learner
satisfaction provides beneficial information about the learners general experiences, how
attentive were the students, and their exertion to learn. Sloan Consortium reports that
“student satisfaction is the most important key to continuing learning.” (Sloan, n.d.). The
learners satisfaction can help determine the success or failure of online courses.
A comprehensive study will be performed to investigate the role of social presence in
a computer-mediated communication environment. Results from this kind of study could
assist instructors and instructional designers to better plan, design, develop, manage, and
deliver quality online courses in a way that will improve how students perform as well as
their satisfaction.
Purpose of the Study and Specific Problem Statement
The purpose of the study was to investigate the effects of social presence on students’
perceived learning and satisfaction in online courses. Specifically, a survey instruments was
given to 160 graduate students enrolled in four special education online courses offered in the
summer and fall 2010 semesters at a major higher education institution located in a Mid-
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Atlantic state to determine students’ perceived learning and satisfaction in an online course
based on their perceived level social presence.
Research Questions
This study consisted of two major research questions. The research questions were:
1. Can we predict in a statistically significant fashion using linear regression students’
perceived learning in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and
number of interactive elements in the course?
2. Can we predict in a statistically significant fashion using linear regression students’
satisfaction in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and number
of interactive elements in the course?
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Definition of Terminology
Cognitive Presence: Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2001) define cognitive presence
as “the extent to which participants in any particular configuration of community of inquiry
are able to construct meaning through sustained communication" (p. 11).
Collaborative Learning: Harasim (1999) defines collaborative learning as “an
interactive, group knowledge building process. Students actively participate in generating,
accessing, and organizing the information. They construct knowledge by formulating their
ideas into words and images and then develop these ideas/concepts as they react to other
students’ responses to their formulations” (p. 44).
Community: Mynatt, Adler, Ito, and O’Day refer community as “a multi-dimensional,
cohesive social grouping that includes, in varying degrees: shared spatial relations, social
conventions, a sense of membership and boundaries, and an ongoing rhythm of social
interaction" (p. 3).
Community of Inquiry: Lipman, (2003) defines a community of inquiry as a
community founded on “questioning, reasoning, connecting, deliberating, challenging, and
developing problem-solving techniques”, particularly in the framework of education.
Face-to-Face instruction: Face-to-Face instruction is instruction that is delivered in a
traditional classroom setting.
Learning Community: Conrad (2005) defines an online learning community as an
“Online community is a general sense of connection, belonging, and comfort that develop,
over time, among members of an online (Internet-based) group who share purpose or
commitment to a common goal.” (p. 2).
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Social presence: According to Short, Williams, and Christie (1976), social presence
refers to the “degree of salience of the other person in mediated communication which is
interactive by nature" (p. 64). Social presence is defined by Garrison, Anderson and Archer
(2000) as “the ability of participants in a community of inquiry to project themselves socially
and emotionally, as “real” people (i.e. their full personality), through the medium of
communication being used” (p. 94).
Teaching presence: Garrison et al. (2001) identify teaching presence as “the design,
facilitation, and direction of cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing
personally meaningful and educationally worthwhile learning outcomes” (p. 5).
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Summary of the Introduction
The rationale of this chapter was to present a background of the dissertation research
and to briefly describe the research problem. This chapter examines the rationale for this
research, along with, the need for the study and the problem statement. It begins with
discussing how computer-mediated communication (CMC) has improved the way students
share and acquires knowledge while living in vastly different geographical areas. The chapter
discusses why it is important to examine different elements of online learning, in particular
the role of social presence. It discusses the reason it is imperative to examine the importance
of social presence and need to conduct this research. This chapter also introduces the
research questions. The chapter concludes by presenting the assumptions before conducting
the study and the definition of the terminology. The following chapter covers in detail the
literature review that will be used for this study. This chapter will include the history of
distance education and Computer-Mediated Communication, defined social presence and
strategies of incorporating social presence.
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CHAPTER II – LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction of the Chapter
This chapter presents a detailed literature review regarding the role of social presence
in online courses. With the aim of better understanding the objectives of this study, it was
imperative to carry out a comprehensive review of the related literature. Given that the study
entails diverse topics, it was imperative to divide the literature review in the following
subsections: 1) Distance Education 2) Computer-Mediated Communication (CMC); 3) Social
Perspective of CMC; 4) Defining Social Presence; 5) Current Research on Social Presence;
6) The Community of Inquiry Framework; 7) Benefits of Social Presence and 8) Strategies
for Creating Social Presence.
Distance Education
Distance education has become a very intricate part of today’s society. School
systems deliver professional developments online. Fortune 500 companies use online courses
to train their workforce. The US military has used distance education to further the education
and train its members. Distance education is learning that is focused, scheduled, and
meaningful learning, that occurs while the learners and instructors are in two different
locations. This separation creates a need to employ the use of varying techniques for content
delivery, design, and electronic forms of communication (Moore & Kearsley, 1996).
Distance education has the potential to reach a far greater number of students, may be
delivered at significantly less cost, and better address their learning needs (Yoakam &
Franklin, 1999).
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Distance education is becoming more and more accepted at traditional higher learning
institutions as a vehicle for students to take part in cooperative learning, while bettering their
learning experience. This helps create a learning community that is nearly boundless in its
variety, learning locations, and access to information. Online instruction has presented a
number of learning alternatives for both the student and the instructors. Given the needs and
expected standards of both adult and 21st century learners’, colleges and universities are
being obligated to create innovative means of content delivery to provide for the wants of the
learner. 21st century learners are learners who have grow up using digital technologies and
they are comfortable using it. According to Pacific Policy Research Center (2010), “21st
century learners have the skills and ability to (a) collect and/or retrieve information, (b)
organize and manage information, (c) evaluate the quality, relevance, and usefulness of
information, and (d) generate accurate information through the use of existing resources” (p.
2).
The investment in online learning for colleges and universities has been substantial.
As colleges and universities integrate more distance education courses into their program of
study, they are finding both benefits and challenges in this new learning environment.
According to Bos and Shami (2006), more and more online faculty members are
incorporating activities that are engaging and interactive in their distance education courses
in order to improve the students learning. It is imperative that this new learning environment
allows students to successfully learn and interact with one another. D’Angelo and Woosley
(2007) discuss how higher learning institutions are not looking for ways to duplicate what
they do in face-to-face classroom but to discover innovative ways to engage students to learn
in this new learning environment.
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Computer-Mediated Communication
According to Romiszowski and Mason (1996), computer-mediated communication
(CMC) is “generic term now commonly used for a variety of systems that enable people to
communicate with other people by means of computers and networks” (p. 438). Some
examples include email, discussion boards, computer conferencing, chat rooms, instant
messaging, social networking such as Facebook and MySpace, blogs, etc. Computermediated communication has played a major role on how people interact or communicate. In
the past decade, CMC has transformed the way students learn. Rovai and Jordan (2004) note
that, “computer-mediated communication (CMC) that is used by Internet-based e-learning
systems for discussion board and e-mail discourse is a powerful tool for group
communication and cooperative learning that promotes a level of reflective interaction that is
often lacking in a face-to-face, teacher-centered classroom” (p. 8).
Synchronous & Asynchronous Communication
Computer -mediated communication tools are separated into two key categories:
synchronous and asynchronous. In asynchronous communication, the learners’ are not
mandated to have an instantaneous response or interaction because communication is neither
time nor location dependent. Users in such a system are able to communicate in an online
learning environment anywhere or any time through the use of such applications as email or
threaded discussion boards. This medium works best for learners who have several other
commitments such as work and family.
The characteristics of an asynchronous environment allow learners to participate in a
course at any time in order to contribute to a discussion, to respond to messages from peers
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or instructor. The asynchronous nature of the environment also provides students more time
to reflect and refine their contributions before posting them to the class.
Synchronous communications, on the other hand requires all learners to be present at
the same time. Synchronous communication involves media such as chat and video
conferencing. The characteristics of a synchronous medium require learners to communicate
in real time hence avoiding frustrations and feelings of isolation.
However, like most technologies, it is important to establish whether synchronous or
asynchronous learning is more suitable depending on the desired learning outcomes.
According to Hrastinski (2008), it imperative to understand when, why, and how to use
asynchronous vs. synchronous communication as opposed to determining which is better.
Table 1 summarizes when, why, and how to use asynchronous versus synchronous
communication
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Table 1 When, why, and how to use asynchronous versus synchronous e-learning.
When?

Why?

How?

Examples

Asynchronous E-Learning
• Reflecting on complex issues
• When synchronous meetings cannot be
scheduled because of work, family, and other
commitments
• Students have more time to reflect because
the sender does not expect an immediate
answer.
•

Use asynchronous means such as e-mail,
discussion boards, and blogs.

•
•

Students expected to reflect individually
on course topics may be asked to
maintain a blog.
Students expected to share reflections
regarding course topics and critically
assess their peers’ ideas may be asked to
participate in online discussions on a
discussion board.

Synchronous E-Learning
• Discussing less complex
issues
• Getting acquainted
• Planning tasks
• Students become more
committed and motivated
because a quick response
is expected.
•

Use synchronous means
such as
videoconferencing,
instant messaging and
chat, and complement
with face-to-face
meetings.
•

•

Students expected to
work in groups may
be advised to use
instant messaging as
support for getting to
know each other,
exchanging ideas,
and planning tasks.
A teacher who wants
to present concepts
from the literature in
a simplified way
might give an online
lecture by
videoconferencing.
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Social Perspective of CMC
Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) declare that as people connect with others in new
settings, they establish a social presence. The challenge for online learning communities is to
simplify the process of creating and maintain social presence among instructors and learners.
Swan, Shea, Fredericksen, Pickett, Pelz and Maher (2000) propose that communication
among learners using group discussions has proven to be an effective strong part of an online
course. According to Hiltz (1994), one-way discussions allow learners to think back on what
is posted by other members of the learning community before they reply to what the others
have posted. She further states that the tendency to reflect serves to boost the level of
mindfulness in the learning community of the online course.
Alternatively, Eastmond (1995) argues that computer-mediated communication does
not present a natural home for interaction, but instead is reliant on constant postings by
students to message boards, email, and in chat in regular intervals. Ruberg, Moore, and
Taylor (1996) recognized that CMC is a means of supporting as well as encouraging:
information sharing, ideas discussions, collaboration, cooperation, and higher order thinking.
They further indicated that the previously mentioned features serve as a means for creating a
social environment (Ruberg et. al, 1996). Tallent-Runnels et al (2006) indicate that a direct
association is present between social relations among students, instructors and the
institutions.
Research has shown that the success or failure of members in a learning environment
varies based on how critical they perceive themselves to be to the learning process.
According to Ajayi (2009) it is “how students perceive their learning experiences and how
they conceptualize their roles in teaching and learning (from students’ perspectives) are
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important for designing pedagogies and tasks that meet the learning needs and interests of
learners” (p. 87). Social presence as Rovai (2001) points out has gained importance in the
understanding the success of online learning. He notes that class size, the time lapse between
interactions, teacher communications, equality among users, group leadership, and individual
motivation for learning all are a factor in an online learning environment (Rovai, 2001). The
idea that social presence shows a positive correlation to the feeling of unity and cooperation
of students is essential to their success in an online learning community.
Defining Social Presence
Social presence can be defined as relating to the way in which participants in online
learning communities experience the feeling of community through electronic learning
environment. The more learners participate in online learning environments, the more they
build up a sense of presence of others within this learning community. Short, Williams and
Christie (1976) characterized social presence as the “degree of salience of the other person in
a mediated communication and the consequent salience of their interpersonal interactions”
(p. 65). Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) stated that social presence is the extent or the amount
that a learner has comprehended as an actual being in computer-mediated communication.
According to Anderson, Garrison and Archer (1999), social presence is the ability for the
members of the learning community to interrelate and emotionally convey themselves within
the learning community (p. 50). Tu and McIsaac (2002) defined social presence as the “the
degree of feeling, perception, and reaction to another intellectual entity in the CMC
environment.” (p. 146).
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Current Research on Social Presence
Current research indicates that the elements needed for social presence are available
in an online learning environment. A study on social presence done by Tu and McIsaac
(2002) examined the three elements that facilitate a sense of community in an online
environment. The three elements included social context, online communication and
interactivity. Tu and McIsaac concluded that as the different aspects that create social
presence increase so does the interaction in an online learning environment. During this
study, Tu and Corry (2002) developed a questionnaire that assessed the use of web boards,
email and chatrooms in relation to social presence and privacy. The collection of the data was
done through direct observations, interviews, analyzing documents, and informal
observations. Tu and Corry (2002) concluded in their study that “social presence is the
degree of feeling, perception, and reaction of being connected by CMC to another intellectual
entity through a text based encounter” (p. 140) and “social presence is necessary to enhance
and foster online social interaction” (p. 146). The data demonstrated that there are additional
variables that contributed to the creation of social presence, which means that the notion of
social presence is more complex that previously perceived. The study also found that the
perceived social presence and privacy in a CMC environment was higher and social presence
had a positive role in the way the learners interacted. On the other hand, the correlation
between the rate of learner participation in the CMC environment and social presence did not
differ with the level of social presence. A factor analysis was done using five factors: social
perspective, online communication, interactivity, privacy and sense of privacy. Analysis of
variance (ANOVA) was conducted on the web boards, email and chatrooms as well as the
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five factors and the results indicated significance in the level of social perspective, online
communication, interactivity, privacy and sense of privacy.
Media Richness
One major issue that arises frequently in discussions of distance education is whether
the use of electronic media for online education lacks nonverbal cues which are vital for
student learning and as a result leading to reduced communication channels, decreased social
presence and the learners feeling disconnected. Lack of nonverbal cues can generate
problems for both students and teachers. The question on whether the electronic media used
in online courses is rich to facilitate outstanding student learning arises. According to
Hirschheim (2005), “Students miss the lectures, discussion, questions, assignments, group
work, and the professor’s views and perspectives—all part of traditional classes.” (p. 98).
Media richness theory is defined as the degree with which the communication media
can eliminate ambiguity and uncertainty. (Daft & Lengel, 1986). The communication that
takes place face-to-face is deemed to be rich media because it has less ambiguity whereby
computer-mediated communication is considered to have not as much of rich media to
eliminate uncertainty. Media richness theory explains that computer-mediated
communication gets rid of nonverbal cues that exist in a face-to-face environment hence
lowering the quality of what was being communicated. The type of media used can either
positively or negatively affect the success of what is being communicated. Effective
communication is very important because it helps increase the students’ self-esteem as well
as improve their problem solving skills.

20
Newberry (2001) did a study to investigate issues that relate to social presence in an
online environment. This study proposed some methods of increasing social presence among
learners. The study explored seven media types in relation to their richness. (See Table 2)
Table 2 Media Types in Media Richness (Newberry, 2001)
Media Rating

Criteria
High

Medium

Low

Feedback

Face to Face
Video Conferencing
Synchronous Audio
Text Based Chat

Multiple cues

Face-to Face

Video Conferencing Synchronous Audio
Asynchronous Audio
Text Based Chat
E-mail
Threaded Discussion

Message Tailoring Face to Face

Video Conferencing Text Based Chat
Synchronous Audio Asynchronous Audio
E-mail
Threaded Discussion

Emotions

Video Conferencing Text Based Chat
Synchronous Audio E-mail
Asynchronous Audio Threaded Discussion

Face to Face

E-mail
Threaded Discussion
Asynchronous Audio

This study merged the theory of social presence with media richness. Newberry
(2001) used a criterion to rate media richness based on whether the media has the ability to
provide immediate feedback, convey several cues, for example body language, permit the
message to be produced or changed specifically for an intended receiver, and relay the
feelings or emotions. Newberry (2001) proposed a method to increase social presence in an
online environment, which includes the use of interactive elements such as student pictures,
use of voice tools and using synchronous tools such as chat and audio to generate greater
social presence, student group work which allows the learners to collaborate in projects and
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assignments hence building their relationships. Interactive elements are essential to improve
the learning experience
The Community of Inquiry Framework
In the past decade, higher education institutions have focused on ways of constructing
communities of learners. These institutions have the notion that a community of learners is a
very important part of maintaining collaboration among the learners and as a result
increasing their levels of learning. While seeking to fully understand the different
complexities and properties of online learning, Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000)
developed the Community of Inquiry (COI) framework.
The Community of Inquiry (COI) framework is a model that shows the process and
theory of research behind online learning and instruction. According to Lipman a community
of inquiry is where “students listen to one another with respect, build on one another’s ideas,
challenge one another to supply reasons for otherwise unsupported opinions, assist each other
in drawing inferences from what has been said, and seek to identify one another’s
assumptions” (as cited in Garrison & Anderson, 2003, p. 27). Lipman continues to list the
characteristics of a community of inquiry as questioning, reasoning, connecting, deliberating,
challenging and developing problem solving techniques. According to Pritchard (2008), an
inquiry is a “process that has the aim of augmenting knowledge, resolving doubt, or solving a
problem” (p.122). The COI comprises of cognitive presence, teaching presence and social
presence. All of these elements are very important in an online learning environment. As
shown in Fig. 1, all these elements affect the students and teachers.

22
Figure 1: Community of Inquiry Framework

Cognitive
Presence

Social
Presence
Learning
Experience

Teaching
Presence

Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2000), researched to see if all the three elements
were present in a computer-mediated environment. Garrison et al. (2000) define social
presence as “The ability of participants in a community of inquiry to project their personal
characteristics into the community thereby presenting themselves to others as real people” (p.
94). Social presence is evident with the signs of emotional demonstration, open
communication, and group solidity. Another important component of the Community of
Inquiry Framework is teaching presence, which relies mainly with the instructor. According
to Garrison et al. (2000), this includes the design of instruction, dialogue facilitation, and
direct teaching. The third element is Cognitive presence which Garrison et al. (2000) identify
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as “the extent to which the participants in any particular configuration of a community of
inquiry are able to construct meaning through sustained communication” (p. 89).
Benefits of Social Presence
Dede (1996) determined that the feeling of community both increases the firmness of
purpose of learners and the flow of information, learning, and commitment of learners,
cooperative activities, and student satisfaction. Wegerif (1998) agrees that if the sense of
community is not present, the learners will feel isolated, anxious, self-protective, and
reluctant to fully participate in the learning community online. In a more recent study, Rovai
(2002) concludes that an important factor in creating social presence in a distance education
course is creating a feel of community. Garrison and Anderson remind us that social presence
is the capability for students to create their own community and emotional connections that
allow them to view each other as actual persons in a community of learners (2003).
The Garrison and Anderson and the Rovai studies demonstrate that social presence is
an essential feature of online teaching methods because they encourage student learning,
satisfaction, and cooperative learning. Further these studies point out that a deficiency of
social presence may be a detriment to student learning leading to frustration and a negative
reaction to the learning environment. Although it is known that within the online learning
community, social presence is a necessary component for improved learning, the expansion
of the social into the online learning environment has its difficulties. Even with the
availability of current technologies and the increased use of these technologies in the daily
life of online users, the physical separation in the learning community may still be of concern
for flourishing within an online environment.
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According to Whiteman (2002), it is the nature of human society to relax in
community if there is a belief in human relationship and similar values. Leh (2001) stated
that at the times that the online learning environment does not have a sense of social
presence, learners perceive it as being rather cold. Therefore, there is reluctance and a
decrease in shared information and communication. Yoon (2003) declares that social
behaviors makeup 26.3 percent of all behaviors that occur in online learning groups. These
behaviors would include salutations, introductions, insight into student personal interest,
talking about the course, teaming, and individual support. Whiteman (2002) argues that
deeply felt social presence within the online learning experience may lead the student to
inclusion, restraint, and fondness. Rouke (1999) agrees and suggests that increased heights of
social presence enable the online learning community to be seen as friendly, mutually
respectful, and easily assessable for all users. This also helps to incorporate the ability to
bring about, keep, and encourage the learning goals.
Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) completed a study on social presence and reviewed its
effect on gratification of learners in computer-mediated environments. Shin (2002)
ascertained that much of the current research has only begun to delve into the links in the
level of social presence, student gratification, and the amount of student learning
achievement. The literature indicates that the advantage of social presence may be seen in the
levels of student satisfaction, suggesting that it may also serve as an influence on learning
outcomes. Because of this, it is of the utmost importance that learners, as well as instructors
understand the significance of generating social presence in an online learning community.
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Strategies for Creating Social Presence
Because social presence plays such a meaningful role in online courses, it is
imperative to create strategies that can build an awareness of community among the learner,
where learners can learn from one another and also from the instructor. Within an
environment that supports the creation of social presence learners are able to share their
viewpoints from different angles or perspectives while enhancing the ways they can freely
work together without having to monitor each other all the time. It is possible to generate
social presence in an online learning community in a variety of ways. The accountability for
this lays primary with both the teacher and the students involved in the course are also a
factor. This section discusses various strategies that can be used achieve social presence in
online courses.
The design of an online course lends itself to the development of social presence.
Online courses need to include a welcoming greeting along with an introduction and the
opportunity to interact with the material and the community, and the instructor before the
course begins or shortly after. According to Winograd (2002), the first thing a student should
view when they first enter an online course is a welcome message from the instructor. Just
like in a face-to-face situation, first impressions are critical and cannot be easily reversed.
The introductory message must be meticulously written because it will set the tone for the
rest of the course. "All welcome messages should be warm, friendly and personal, letting the
readers know that they are important members of the community and you the moderator are
glad they are here" (p. 53). Consider for example a video introduction to both the topic of the
course as well as the instructor is especially effective. This video introduction allows students
to develop a greater social sense within the course by visually engaging with the instructor.
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Similarly students can post or upload pictures, biographies, or e-portfolios as a means to
increase the level of community involvement.
Putting synchronous chat to use as a part of the learning community can also enhance
social relations among the students and the instructor in an online course. Because the nature
of chat is to be conducted in real-time, chat has the potential for allowing all students to
participate with comments and participation in the conversation.
Because the online learning environment may be new to some of the participants,
there is a need for emotional and technical support to keep them encouraged. When students
become frustrated, particularly with technical issues, it affects how they participate and
interact in the course. It is therefore imperative to provide this support in the learning
environment. According to Berge (1996), it is recommended to give tutorial sessions to the
novice participants as well as have technical support staff to respond to any queries that may
arise. Initially, the participants may be adamant or unsure on what to do, therefore the
instructor should also be available to respond to any queries or concerns they may have and
provide emotional support. Synchronous modes of communication such as chat rooms can be
used as an option to personal meetings during the familiarization phase of the online course.
Bradshaw, Powell, and Terrell (2002) suggest that during the orientation stage, "Time needs
to be given to induction, with specific activities designed to negotiate expectations, provide
guidance to the online space, and resolve problems” (p. 7).
As the learners gradually become comfortable with the online environment, there is a
need to provide a social area, which they can use to socialize and get to know each other.
Working in groups is a central design element of an online learning community because it
provides the participants an opportunity to collaborate and to socialize. Bradshaw et al.
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(2002), discuss about the need for a place that can be used for induction and social
discussions and where students can “share their thoughts and learning from their module in a
more general context.” (p. 6).
It is imperative that any message that is conveyed in an online community through a
discussion medium, should have meaning and have connection with the subject being
discussed otherwise this would interrupt the students’ learning process. Winograd (2002)
discusses how some students would post messages in the wrong areas or post messages that
have nothing to do with the current topic and as a result, it spoils the flow and organization of
a discussion, eventually creating a misunderstanding. Further it is important to have a set of
rules that determines the procedure on where and how students post and reply to messages.
Other studies mention how online communities develop their own culture as they get to know
one another and the importance of having protocols. According to Salmon (2004), “Every
grouping of people develops its own culture with formal and informal rules, norms of
behavior, ways of operating and sanctions against those who fail to understand or conform.
An individual cannot easily replace a familiar culture or values with those of a new
community—he or she is more likely to selectively adapt or modify features of a new group
that seem attractive or useful” (p. 33).
Typically, first time online participants are nervous or concerned about what they
should post in an online discussion or chat, when they should post and how long it takes
before they get a reply. It is therefore imperative that the facilitator provides them with some
guidance and at least in the initial stages of the course, they should respond promptly.
Winograd (2002) suggests, “It is important that first messages receive a response as quickly
as possible. In a perfect situation, you would check the conference and e-mail at least every
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two hours during the first week. This, under most circumstances, is not realistic, but during
the first week or so, you should be as responsive as possible checking in a number of times
during the day and responding to first messages promptly” (p. 55).
According to Hardie (2002), forming an online community takes a lot of time and
effort and it is not as trivial as posting commentary on a website or chatting online. In order
to develop an online community that is effective, some key factors should be considered.
American Psychological Association (1997) discusses the different learner-centered
psychological beliefs that guide the learning process such as social influences on learning.
Social influences includes how the learners interact and communicate with others, how they
respect diversity and care for others in this environment.
Trust is also a very important element when building an online learning community.
Rovai (2001) emphasizes that trust “is the feeling that the community can be trusted and
feedback will be forthcoming and constructive. Once individuals are accepted as part of a
nourishing learning community, they feel safe and trust the community. With safety and trust
comes the willingness of community members to speak openly. This candor is important to a
learning community because with trust comes the likelihood that members will expose gaps
in their learning and feel that other members of the community will respond in supportive
ways.” (p. 34) According to Preece (2000), "When there is trust among people, relationships
flourish; without it, they wither" (p. 191). Further Preeces notes that betrayal in this type of
learning environment can be devastating to the community which as a result effects the
collaborative interaction. Once the community members feel that they have been accepted
and can trust each other, articulating their views becomes naturally easy.

29
Although online courses have the capacity to accommodate a large number of
students, the creating of social presence is more expected to come about by limiting the
number of students. Based on the research of Rovai (2001), the most appropriate class size is
30 student to 1 instructor, further it is recommended that as the student – teacher ratio is
increased the level of social presence is decreased. The size of the online community whether
large or small is also a key element because it may control how the community members
participate and interact with each other when learning. For instance, if the community is
large, this might make some of the participants to feel weighed down and inconsequential,
while a smaller community will be unappealing to the participants because there are not
enough students to participate (Preece, 2000).
Table 3 Strategies to Creating Social Presence (Aragon, 2003)
Course Design:
• Develop welcome
messages
• Include student
profiles
• Incorporate audio
• Limit class size
• Structure
collaborative

Instructors:
• Contribute to
discussion boards
• Promptly answer email
• Provide frequent
feedback
• Strike up a
conversation
• Share personal
stories and
• experiences
• Use humor
• Use emoticons
• Address students by
name
• Allow students
options for
addressing the
instructor

Participants:
• Contribute to
discussion
• boards
• Promptly answer email
• Strike up a
conversation
• Share personal
stories and
• experiences
• Use humor
• Use emoticons
• Use appropriate
titles
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Salmon (2000) recommends the use of online activities, which he calls e-tivities, can
be used by the participants to increase interaction and develop trust with one another through
discussing their individual experiences and thoughts. Salmon also discusses how e-tivities
can be used to understand different cultures and to be aware of the significance of having
diversity in an online learning community.
Figure 2 Gilly Salmon’s five-stage model (Salmon, 2004)

Summary of Literature review
The rationale of this chapter was to provide a review of the literature which dealt with
(1) Distance Education (2) Computer Mediated Communication (CMC); (3) Social
Perspective of CMC; (4) Defining Social Presence; (5) Current Research on Social Presence;
(6) The Community of Inquiry Framework; (7) Benefits of Social Presence and (8) Strategies
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for Creating Social Presence. The literature review discussed the history of distance
education and Computer-Mediated Communication. The literature review also defined social
presence as the sense of community that the learners feel in an online learning community. It
also indicated that social presence is of particular importance as an influencing element in an
online learning community. The literature review addressed the topic of social presence, and
strategies of incorporating social presence. However, not many studies have looked at the
effect of social presence on how students perceived learning and satisfaction in online
environments. In addition, the literature review indicated that the few articles written on the
subject of social presence do not discuss students’ perceived learning presence and their
satisfaction with online courses.
Incorporating social presence into online courses presents an opportunity to develop a
sound learning atmosphere. It is therefore imperative to recognize how the perception of
social presence may influence student satisfaction and quality of learning in the courses as
well as providing instructional designers with vital information on how to retain the students
in online courses. The following chapter covers in detail the methodology that will be used
for this study. This chapter will include information on how the participants were selected,
data collection procedures and data analysis.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
The purpose of this study is to investigate and review the role that social presence
plays in how students perceived learning and satisfaction in online courses. There was one
independent variable in this research, which is social presence. The two dependent variables
in this study were student perceived learning and satisfaction.
The research questions to be addressed were:
RQ1 – Can we predict in a statistically significant fashion using linear regression students’
perceived learning in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and number
of interactive elements in the course?
RQ2 – Can we predict in a statistically significant fashion using linear regression students’
satisfaction in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and number of
interactive elements in the course?
Research Hypotheses
The research hypotheses for the first research question (RQ1) are:
H0: There is no statistically significant regression model when trying to predict
student’s perceived learning from a combination of their social presence score and
number of interactive elements in the course.
Ha: There is a statistically significant regression model when trying to predict
student’s perceived learning from a combination of their social presence score and
number of interactive elements in the course.
The research hypotheses for the first research question (RQ2) are:
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H0: There is no statistically significant regression model when trying to predict
student’s satisfaction from a combination of their social presence score and number of
interactive elements in the course.
Ha: There is a statistically significant regression model when trying to predict
student’s satisfaction from a combination of their social presence score and number of
interactive elements in the course.
Data Collection Methodology
Participants
The participants for this study were a total of 160 graduate students from a variety of
special education courses offered online during Summer and Fall Semesters 2010 at a major
higher education institution located in a Mid-Atlantic state. These courses were
•

Classroom/Behavior Management for Special Needs,

•

Family/Professional Collaboration: Developmental Disabilities,

•

Early Learning Curriculum: Early Intervention,

•

Culminating Practicum: Early Intervention,

•

Standards-based Curriculum: Severe Disabilities,

•

Culminating Practicum: Severe Disabilities,

•

Braille Reading and Literacy Development,

•

Learning Characteristics: Autism,

•

Educational Interventions: Autism,

•

Collaborative-Consultative Inclusion Strategies,

•

Reading for Special Needs and
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•

Introduction to Gifted Education.
These courses are offered completely online throughout the Mid-Atlantic
state, throughout the United States, and in certain international regions. Each of these
courses was delivered by core program instructors by means of online distance
education.
Blackboard Vista (eCampus) was the course management system that was used to

deliver course material for these courses. The courses were offered using a combination of
synchronous and asynchronous sessions. Synchronous class sessions were conducted using
Wimba Live Classroom, a software program used for desktop conferencing.
The courses were organized into six-week learning modules. Materials included a
syllabus, weekly objectives, lecture notes, chat, discussions, assignment, assessments, and
additional resources. The instructor designated students to facilitate the weekly discussion or
chat. At the end of the discussion or chat, the instructors would summarize the topic; respond
to any questions that the students may have had. To encourage social presence among the
students, the instructors used the following techniques:
•

Synchronous audio chat
o All students to participated in the conversation in real time

•

A welcome message from the instructor in form of a video introduction was
included
o allowing the students to develop a greater social sense by identifying the
course instructor
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In addition, a social area – the Sandbox - was built into the discussion board, where
the students could socialize in order to get to know each other. Further student profiles and
biographies were posted.
While the university offers a variety of distance learning courses, the courses chosen
for this study were designed to have high levels of interaction; they were learner-centered,
and they made extensive use of CMC tools. It was projected that these courses would provide
learners with experiences pertinent to this study e.g. interpersonal communication and social
connections.
Assumptions
The following assumptions were made for this study:
1. There were similarities and differences among the learners
2. Participation in this study was not to be selected or rejected based on personal
identifiers such as age, ethnicity, gender or economic status however the information
collected will be used to identify any probable differences in their responses.
3. All of the learners enrolled in this online course had prior experience with the various
components of the course.
4. Due to the confidentiality among the participants, their responses were truthful.
Research Design
Instrument
The students were to complete a survey at the end of the course, asking them a series
of questions concerning their general experience in relation to social presence, perceived
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learning and satisfaction. According to Isaac and Michael (1995), “Surveys are the most
widely used technique in education and behavioral sciences for the collection of data. They
are a means of gathering information that describes the nature and extent of a specified set of
data ranging from physical counts and frequencies to attitudes and opinions” (p. 128).
The survey included four parts. The first part of the questionnaire dealt with social
presence. The questions used in this part of the survey are based on the Community of
Inquiry questionnaire, which was developed, by Arbaugh, Cleveland-Innes, Diaz, Garrison,
Ice, Richardson, Shea and Swan (2007).
The second part of the questionnaire dealt with perceived learning. The questions
used in this part of the survey were also based on the perceived learning questionnaire, which
was developed, by Hiltz (1994) and Arbaugh (2000).
The third part of the questionnaire dealt with satisfaction. The questions used in this
part were part of a questionnaire which was developed by Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) to
assess the learning experience and the value of social presence in predicting satisfaction in an
online environment. The final part of the questionnaire dealt with the interactive elements
used in the course. Using a Likert scale, the participants were asked to rate several interactive
elements available in the course, used for accessing information and communicating with
colleagues and instructor.
The survey was constructed of both structured and unstructured items that included a
checklist in the form of a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree,
3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree, and free response section. The first part of the
survey questionnaire included overall demographic items such as course name, course
instructor, age, gender, and number of college courses. The second and third part of the
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survey also includes Likert-style questions ranging from 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree,
3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree. Reliability is the degree in which an instrument
consistently measures what it is intended to measure. To check the reliability of the survey,
Cronbach’s Alpha value was used to compute and report each scale for all the items of the
questionnaire to test the internal consistency. The widely accepted cut-off Conbach Alpha .70
is considered acceptable.
Procedure
The study was based on a six-week period during the Summer and Fall Semesters.
The course was to be delivered over six weeks (modules). The course content included a
syllabus, online lecture notes, reading assignments, weekly discussion questions, and related
links. Several techniques and activities were used to promote social presence as well as a
sense of community among the participants. A live online meeting for each course took place
in the first week of the semester to cover the course requirements as well as show the
participants how to use the different CMC tools. An Institutional Review Board (IRB) review
was conducted before collecting the data. The instructors from each section were contacted
by telephone and email. They were asked to send out an email to the students currently
registered in these courses directing the potential respondents to a website containing the
questionnaire. By this time, the course instructors had a whole list of the students enrolled in
the online courses. During the last two weeks of the semester, a survey was administered to
the students.
The survey was conducted using Survey Monkey (http://www.surveymonkey.com).
The survey was to be administered following the mid-term exams. The purpose of collecting
the data at this point was because the participants would have completed the first half of the
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semester and familiarized themselves with the different interactive elements. A hyperlink to
the survey was embedded in the message sent out to the students. When the participants
clicked the hyperlink, the survey automatically opened. The students were only allowed to
complete one survey.
Methods of Data Analysis
The quantitative data was analyzed using a linear regression analysis. Regression
analysis was to be used to determine how strong the relationship is between the student’s
perceived learning, satisfaction and social presence, and what was the relative importance of
social presence towards that relationship. The general consideration for using linear
regression analyses is that regression is best when each independent variable is strongly
correlated with the dependent variable but uncorrelated with other independent variables. In
addition, the general rule of thumb for sample size for a linear regression analysis is greater
than 50 + 8m (where m is the # of independent variables). The extreme outliers will be taken
out of the analysis.
An advantage of using a linear regression is that it lets the researcher be able to
quantify and to predict to the future. Its limitations include:
•

it assumes normality in the variable

•

it assumes constant standard deviation in the independent variable

•

it is only valid for the range of the data

•

it assumes that the relationship is linear

•

it does not imply cause-effect

•

the outlier affects the model.
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Survey responses on each of the two research questions were analyzed. For research
question 1 (RQ1) a regression analysis was performed to predict students’ perceived learning
in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and number of interactive
elements in the course.
The interactive elements built into the course design included
•

welcome message

•

an ice-breaker

•

student profiles and biographies

•

addressing students’ using their names

•

social interactions area in the discussion board (Sandbox)

•

audio and video using Wimba

•

use of text-based chat

In order to assess perceived learning, a questionnaire using a five point Likert-type scale to
measure the perceived learning (1 " Strongly Agree “to 5 " Strongly Disagree ") was used.
Six question items asking students their perceived learning in the areas of interrelating the
important issues in the course material, gaining a good understanding of the basic concepts of
the material, learning to identify the central issues of the course, developing the ability to
communicate clearly about the subject, improving their ability to integrate facts and develop
generalizations from the course material, learning concepts and principles in this course,
were included.
For research question 2 (RQ2), a regression analysis was also performed to evaluate
students’ satisfaction in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and
number of interactive elements in the course. In order to assess student’s satisfaction, a
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questionnaire using a five point Likert-type scale to measure the student’s satisfaction (1 "
Strongly Agree “to 5 " Strongly Disagree ") was used. Eleven items asking students their
satisfaction in the areas of learning through the medium of CMC, learning from the online
discussions, motivation to explore content related questions, utilizing a variety of information
sources to explore problems posed in this course, stimulated to do additional reading or
research on topics discussed, learning to value other points of view, wanting to participate in
another online course in the future, finding the online course a positive learning experience,
making online connections with learners from different parts of the world, variety of subjects
in the online course prompting them to contribute in the discussions and whether they play a
major role to in computer mediated communication.
Summary of the Methodology
This chapter presented the methodology and procedures used in this study. A
quantitative study was conducted to investigate the role that social presence plays in how
students perceived learning and satisfaction in online courses. The survey included the
following parts; demographics, social presence, perceived learning, satisfaction and
interactive elements. Other researchers had previously established the content validity. An
Institutional Review Board (IRB) review was conducted before collecting the data. The
participants for this study were 160 graduate students enrolled in special education online
courses offered in the Summer and Fall Semesters 2010 at a major higher education
institution located in a Mid-Atlantic state. Course instructors were contacted and requested to
administer the survey to the students. The survey was conducted online using a survey
monkey. Once collected, the data was to be put into a table using Microsoft Excel and then
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analyzed. The following chapter provides a detailed description and analysis of the data
collected.
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CHAPTER IV: DATA ANALYSIS
Overview
The purpose of this study was to investigate and review the role that social presence
plays in how students perceived learning and satisfaction in online courses. The aim of this
chapter is to provide a detailed description and analysis of the data collected from graduate
students enrolled in special education online courses at a major higher education institution
located in a Mid-Atlantic state. The data collected in this research was to address the
following questions:
RQ1 – Can we predict in a statistically significant fashion using linear regression
students’ perceived learning in a course based on their perceived level of social
presence and number of interactive elements in the course?
RQ2 – Can we predict in a statistically significant fashion using linear regression
students’ satisfaction in a course based on their perceived level of social presence and
number of interactive elements in the course?
This chapter was divided into three main sections: 1) modes of data analysis, 2) demographic
data, and 3) major findings.
Modes of Data Analysis
In this study, each research question was addressed while analyzing and presenting
the data. The data were imported from Survey Monkey into a Microsoft Excel 2007
spreadsheet, and then moved into the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) to be
analyzed. Prior to analyzing the data in SPSS, the data was coded in Excel to condense each
response into a variable that could be used to analyze the data in SPSS. The data was checked
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for omitted data. Both descriptive and inferential statistical procedures were used in this
study. The description of the demographics findings are presented below.
Demographic Data
The population of this study involved graduate students enrolled in special education
online courses at a major higher education institution located in a Mid-Atlantic state. The
participants were drawn from online special education courses:. The initial target population
was 160 graduates enrolled in special education online courses and of those, 81 (50.63%)
participated in this study.
Ages of the respondents ranged from 21 to 54. Figure 3 presents the breakdown of
these demographic data.
Figure 3: Respondent Age
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When asked to indicate their gender, of the survey respondents, the majority (91.4%)
were females, while 8.6% were males. When asked to indicate the degree program in which
they are currently enrolled, 76 of the respondents or 93.8% of the respondents indicated that
they are enrolled in a Master’s degree program and only one respondent was enrolled in a
Bachelor’s degree program. None of the respondents was enrolled in an associate degree or
doctorate programs.
The total number of college credits completed towards degree ranged from zero to 41
with a mean number of college credits completed towards degree was 15 (median= 12,
mode= 12). Table 5 presents the breakdown of these demographic data.
Table 4 Number of college credits completed towards degree
Number

Missing

Mean

Median

Mode

Std.
Deviation

Minimum

Maximum

74

7

15.26

12.00

12

10.708

0

41

In response to whether this was their first semester taking an online course, 74 of the
respondents or 91.4% indicated that this was not their first semester taking online courses,
while 7 respondents or 8.6% acknowledged that it was their first time taking online courses.
For the number of online college courses they have taken, out of 80 respondents, 26.3%
indicated taking between 5-7 courses, 16 or 20% took between 8-10 courses, 12 or 15% took
between 11-15 courses, 11 or 13.8% took 2 courses, 8 or 10% took 4 courses, 5 (representing
6.3%) took 3 courses, 3 (representing 3.8%) took 1 courses, 2 or 2.5% took between 21-25
courses, 1 (representing 1.3%) took between 16-20 courses and 1 (representing 1.3%) took
more than 25courses. Figure 4 presents the breakdown of these demographics.
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Figure 4: Number of online college courses taken
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Social Presence
When responding to whether getting to know other course participants gave them a
sense of belonging in the course, 53.9% of the respondents indicated that they agreed that
getting to know other course participants gave them a sense of belonging in the course, while
10 respondents disagreed (representing 13.2%). However, 15.8% (12) were neutral. Figure 5
presents the breakdown of these results.
Figure 5: Getting to know other course participants gave me a sense of belonging in the
course.

When asked to indicate whether they were able to form distinct impressions of some
course participants, 50 of the respondents or 65.8% indicated that they agreed that they were
able to form distinct impressions of some course participants, while 2.6%) disagreed and 11
or 14.5% remained neutral. Figure 6 presents the breakdown of these results.
Figure 6: I was able to form distinct impressions of some course participants.
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Pertaining to whether online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for
social interaction, more than 50% of the participants agreed that online or web-based
communication is an excellent medium for social interaction, whereas only 7 respondents
disagreed (representing 9.2%). However we did get a quarter of the students who remained
neutral. Figure 7 presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 7: Online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for social interaction.

Relating to whether they felt comfortable conversing through the online medium,
over half of the respondents agreed that they felt comfortable conversing through the online
medium, while 6 or 7.9% disagreed while 8 (10.5%) were neutral. Figure 8 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 8: I felt comfortable conversing through the online medium.

With regard to whether they felt comfortable participating in the course discussions,
49 of the respondents or 64.5% reported that they felt comfortable participating in the course
discussions, while 6 (7.9%) disagreed and 8 (10.5%) were neutral. Figure 9 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 9: I felt comfortable participating in the course discussions.

The results of whether they felt comfortable interacting with other course participants,
47 of the respondents or 61.8% agreed that they felt comfortable participating in the course
discussions, while 1.3% disagreed and 12 or 15.8% remained neutral. Figure 10 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 10: I felt comfortable interacting with other course participants.

When asked to indicate whether they felt comfortable disagreeing with other course
participants while still maintaining a sense of trust, a majority agreed or 56.6% felt
comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while still maintaining a sense of
trust, while 14.5% disagreed and 12 or 15.8% remained were neutral. Figure 11 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 11: I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while still
maintaining a sense of trust.

The majority of the respondents indicated that they felt that their point of view was
acknowledged by other course participants. Specifically, 53 of the respondents or 70.7%
agreed that they felt that their point of view was acknowledged by other course participants,
while 1.3% disagreed. 8 or 10.7% remained were neutral. Figure 12 presents the breakdown
of these results.
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Figure 12: I felt that my point of view was acknowledged by other course participants.

When asked to indicate whether online discussions helped them to develop a sense of
collaboration, more than half of the respondents, 47 of the respondents or 61.8% agreed that
they felt that online discussions helped them to develop a sense of collaboration, while 6.6%
disagreed and 12 or 15.8% were neutral. Figure 13 presents the breakdown of these results.

Figure 13: Online discussions help me to develop a sense of collaboration.
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Perceived Learning
With regard to whether they learned to interrelate the important issues in the course
material, slightly less than 70% of the respondents, agreed that they learned to interrelate the
important issues in the course material, while 8.0% disagreed and 4 or 5.3% remained
neutral. Figure 14 presents the breakdown of these results.
Figure 14: I learned to interrelate the important issues in the course material

Concerning whether the respondents gained a good understanding of the basic
concepts of the material, more than half of the respondents of the respondents, 52 of the
respondents or 68.4% agreed that they gained a good understanding of the basic concepts of
the material, while 5.3% disagreed and 2.6% remained neutral. Figure 15 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 15: I gained a good understanding of the basic concepts of the material.

The results of whether the respondents learned to identify the central issues of the
course, more than half, 44 of the respondents or (57.9%) agreed that learned to identify the
central issues of the course, while 4 (5.3%) disagreed and 5.3% remained neutral. Figure 16
presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 16: I learned to identify the central issues of the course.

Pertaining to whether they developed the ability to communicate clearly about the
subject, approximately ¾ of the respondents, agreed that they developed the ability to
communicate clearly about the subject, while 5.3% disagreed and 6 or 7.9% were neutral.
Figure 17 presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 17: I developed the ability to communicate clearly about the subject.

Most of the participants indicated that they improved their ability to integrate facts
and develop generalizations from the course material. Specifically, 50 of the respondents or
65.8% agreed that they improved their ability to integrate facts and develop generalizations
from the course material, while 3 disagreed and 6 or 7.9% were neutral. Figure 18 presents
the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 18: I improved my ability to integrate facts and develop generalizations from the
course material.

In regards to whether they learned concepts and principles in this course, the data
showed that 63.2% of the participants indicated that they learned concepts and principles in
this course, 1 respondent disagreed while 4 or 5.3% remained neutral. Figure 19 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 19: I learned concepts and principles in this course.
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Satisfaction
When asked to indicate whether they were able to learn through the medium of CMC,
slightly over 60 percent of the respondents agreed they were able to learn through the
medium of CMC, while only one 1 student disagreed while 12 students were neutral. Figure
20 presents the breakdown of these results.
Figure 20: I was able to learn through the medium of CMC.

With respect to whether they were able to learn from the online discussions, a lot of
the respondents, more than half of the participants agreed they were able to learn from the
online discussions, while 2.8% disagreed and 6 or 8.5% remained neutral. Figure 21 presents
the breakdown of these results.

62
Figure 21: I was able to learn from the online discussions.

Pertaining to whether they felt motivated to explore content related questions, just
over 60 percent of the respondents agreed that they felt motivated to explore content related
questions, while 5.7% disagreed and 11 or 14.3% were neutral. Figure 22 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 22: I felt motivated to explore content related questions.

When asked to indicate whether they utilized a variety of information sources to
explore problems posed in this course, a total of 49 of the respondents or 71% of the
participants agreed that they utilized a variety of information sources to explore problems
posed in this course, while 1 (1.4%) disagreed and 6 (8.7%) were neutral. Figure 23 presents
the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 23: I utilized a variety of information sources to explore problems posed in this
course.

On the subject of whether they were stimulated to do additional reading or research
on topics discussed in the online special education course, just over 50 percent of the
respondents agreed that they were stimulated to do additional reading or research on topics
discussed in the online special education course, while 8.5% disagreed and 10 or 14.1%
remained neutral. Figure 24 presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 24: I was stimulated to do additional reading or research on topics discussed in the
online special education course.

With regards to whether they learned to value other points of view, more than half of
the participants agreed that they learned to value other points of view; while 1 respondent
disagreed while 13 or 18.3% remained neutral. Figure 25 presents the breakdown of these
results.
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Figure 25: I learned to value other points of view.

With respect to whether based on their experience with the online special education
course, if they would like to participate in another online course in the future, nearly 60%
agreed that they would like to participate in another online course in the future, while 2.8%
disagreed and7 or 9.9% remained neutral. Figure 26 presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 26: As a result of my experience with the online special education course, I would
like to participate in another online course in the future.

On the subject of whether the online course was a useful learning experience, a total
of 42 of the respondents or 60% respondents agreed that the online course was a useful
learning experience, while 4.3% disagreed and 2 or 2.9% were neutral. Figure 27 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 27: The online course was a useful learning experience.

When asked to indicate whether based on their participation in the online course, they
made acquaintances electronically in other parts of the country/world, it should be noted that
slightly over 40% of the respondents agreed that based on their participation in the online
course, they made acquaintances electronically in other parts of the country/world, while
23.9% disagreed and 11 or 15.5% remained neutral. Figure 28 presents the breakdown of
these results.
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Figure 28: As a result of my participation in the online course, I made acquaintances
electronically in other parts of the country/world.

Regarding to whether the diversity of topics in the online course prompted them to
participate in the discussions, over half of the participants agreed that diversity of topics in
the online course prompted them to participate in the discussions, while 9.9% disagreed and
10 or 14.1% were neutral. Figure 29 presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 29: The diversity of topics in the online course prompted me to participate in the
discussions.

On the subject of whether they put a great deal of effort to learn the CMC system to
participate in the online course, slightly over 40 percent of the respondents agreed that they
put a great deal of effort to learn the CMC system to participate in the online course, while
11.3% disagreed and 17 or 23.9% remained neutral. Figure 30 presents the breakdown of
these results.
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Figure 30: I put a great deal of effort to learn the CMC system to participate in the online
course.

When asked to indicate what specific grade (before they began this course) did they
expect to earn upon completion of the course, 62 of the respondents or 76.5% indicated that
they expected to receive an A grade, while 10 of the respondents or 12.3% indicated that they
expected to receive a B grade. Only one of the respondents indicated that they expected to
receive a Pass. None of the students expected to earn a C, D, F, Fail or Incomplete. When
asked what final grade they anticipated to receive in this course based on their performance
thus far, 60 of the respondents or 74.1% indicated that they expected to receive an A grade,
while 12 of the respondents or 14.8% indicated that they expected to receive a B grade. Only
one student indicated that they expected to receive a Pass. None of the students expected to
earn a C, D, F, Fail or Incomplete. 8 respondents skipped this question.
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When asked to rate the importance of welcome messages in this course, more than
50% of the participants indicated that it was an important tool, whereas 7.1% indicated that it
was an unimportant tool, while 11 of the respondents or 15.7% did not use the tool. Figure 31
presents the breakdown of these results.
Interactive Elements
Figure 31: Welcome messages

When asked to rate the importance of ice-breaker conversation piece in this course,
many of the respondents, 33.8% of the participants indicated that it was an important tool,
whereas 13 of the respondents or 18.3% indicated that it was an unimportant tool, while 23 of
the respondents or 32.4% did not use the tool. Figure 32 presents the breakdown of these
results.
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Figure 32: Ice-breaker

The participant ratings on the importance of student profiles and biographies in this
course indicated that just over 50% of the respondents thought it was an important tool, while
22.9% indicated that it was an unimportant tool, while 5 respondents did not use the tool.
Figure 33 presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 33: Student profiles and biographies

Approximately ¾ of the participants indicated that it was important to address other
students’ using their names in this course, while 6 of the respondents or 8.2% indicated that it
was an unimportant tool. Only one participant did not use the tool. Figure 34 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 34: Addressing students’ using their names

According to 38% of the participants, they found a social area in the discussion board
(Sandbox) in this course, to be an important tool, while 18.3% indicated that it was an
unimportant tool, while 18 of the respondents or 25.4% did not use the tool. Figure 35
presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 35: Social area in the discussion board (Sandbox)

When asked to rate the importance of audio in this course, approximately two-thirds
of the respondents indicated that the audio was important. Only around 5% indicated that it
was an unimportant tool. Only 1 student did not use the tool. Figure 36 presents the
breakdown of these results.
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Figure 36: Audio

Rating indications on the importance of video in this course showed that slightly over
28% of the participants indicated that it was an important tool, while 11% indicated that it
was an unimportant tool, while 17 of the respondents or 23.3% did not use the tool. Figure 37
presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 37: Video using Wimba

Based on the survey rating on the importance of using the chat feature in this course,
close to half of the respondents indicated that it was an important tool, while 2 of the
respondents indicated that it was an unimportant tool while 8 of the respondents did not use
the tool. Figure 38 presents the breakdown of these results.
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Figure 38: Use of text-based chat

Research Question One
A standard multiple regression analysis was performed between the dependent
variable (perceived learning) and the independent variable (the number of interactive
elements and social presence). Analysis was performed using SPSS Regression. Regression
will be best when each independent variable is strongly correlated with the dependent
variable but uncorrelated with other independent variables. Table 5 displays that a simple
correlation of R = 0.759 (The correlation between the dependent variable and independent
variables) with the two predictors, the number of interactive elements and social presence
accounting for 56% of variance in perceived learning represented by Adjusted R² = 0.563.
The Adjusted R Square indicated the proportion of variance in the dependent variable
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explained by the independent variable. This model shows that the difference between the
Adjusted R² and R² is .576 - .563 = .013, about 1.3%. The impact of R² is tested using an Fratio. In this model, R² changed from zero to .576. Due to the change in the amount of
variance, there was a rise in an F-ratio of 44.110 which is significant with a probability less
than .001 (p <.001).
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was also performed on the data to show whether the
regression equation was significant. If the Sig value is <0.05, then it means there is a
significant regression equation. As shown in Table 6, the Sig value of .000 illustrated the
regression equation was significant and we can reject the null hypothesis (H0). According to
the results there is a statistically significant regression model when trying to predict student’s
perceived learning from a combination of their social presence score and number of
interactive elements in the course. In other words, this meant that when looking at the entire
regression, there was a positive correlation between perceived learning and the two
independent variables (number of interactive elements and social presence). In other words,
this meant that when looking at the entire regression, social presence had a greater than
chance relationship with how students perceived learning.
The next section of the model results was the coefficients. The b-values demonstrate
the relationship between perceived learning and each predictor. A positive value indicates
that there is a positive relationship between the outcome and the predictor whereas if the
coefficient was negative, the relationship will be negative as well. The b-values demonstrate
the degree to which each predictor affects the outcome as long as all other predictors are
constant. From Table 5, social presence (b = .820) had a positive relationship with perceived
learning. The number of interactive elements (b = -.008) had a negative relationship with

81
perceived learning. So what this means is that social presence was significantly related to
how the students perceived their learning and interactive elements were not significantly
related to how the students perceived their learning. The standard error values show to what
degree these values differ from each sample and whether the standard errors can be used to
establish whether the b-value differs considerably from zero. For this model, social presence
(t (65) = 9.089, p < .001) was a significant predictor of perceived learning whereas the
number of interactive elements (t (65) = -.229, p < .001) was not a significant predictor of the
perceived learning.
Table 5 Perceived Learning
Model Summary
Model

R

R Square

Adjusted R
Square

1

.759a

.576

.563

Std. Error of the
Estimate
.42976

a. Predictors: (Constant), Number of Interactive Elements, Social Presence Mean Score
ANOVAb
Model
1

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

Regression

16.294

2

8.147

44.110

.000a

Residual

12.005

65

.185

Total

28.299

67

a. Predictors: (Constant), Number of Interactive Elements, Social Presence Mean Score
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Learning Mean Score
Coefficientsa
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Model

1

Unstandardized
Coefficients

Standardized
Coefficients

B
1.002

Std. Error
.366

Beta

t
2.735

Sig.
.008

Social Presence Mean
Score

.820

.090

.764

9.089

.000

Number of Interactive
Elements

-.008

.035

-.019

-.229

.819

(Constant)

a. Dependent Variable: Perceived Learning Mean Score
Research Question Two
A standard multiple regression analysis was performed between the dependent
variable (satisfaction) and the independent variable (the number of interactive elements and
social presence). Analysis was performed using SPSS Regression.
Regression will be best when each independent variable is strongly correlated with
the dependent variable but uncorrelated with other independent variables. Table 6 displays
that a simple correlation of R = 0.814 (The correlation between the dependent variable and
independent variables) with the two predictors, the number of interactive elements and social
presence accounting for 65% of variance in satisfaction represented by Adjusted R² = .652.
This model shows that the difference between the Adjusted R² and R² is .662 - .652 = .010,
about 1%. This indicates that if the model was drawn from a population instead of a sample it
would account for roughly 1% less variance in the outcome. The impact of R² is tested using
an F-ratio. In this model, R² changed from zero to .662. Due to the change in the amount of
variance, there was a rise in an F-ratio of 62.812 which is significant with a probability less
than .001 (p <.001).
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was also performed on the data to show whether the
regression equation was significant. As shown in Table 6, the Sig value of .000 illustrated the

83
regression equation found a significant result and we can reject the null hypothesis (H0) that
there is no statistically significant regression model when trying to predict student’s
satisfaction from a combination of their social presence score and number of interactive
elements in the course. In other words, this meant that when looking at the entire regression,
there was a positive correlation between satisfaction and the two independent variables
(number of interactive elements and social presence).
The next section of the model results was the coefficients. The b-values demonstrate
the relationship between relationship satisfaction and each predictor. A positive value
indicates that there is a positive relationship between the outcome and the predictor whereas
if the coefficient was negative, the relationship will be negative as well. The b-values
demonstrate the degree to which each predictor affects the outcome as long as all other
predictors are constant. From Table 6, social presence (b = .921) had a positive relationship
with satisfaction. This value indicated that that social presence is related 0.921 to satisfaction.
The number of interactive elements (b = -.001) had a negative relationship with satisfaction.
This value indicated that the number of interactive elements is not related to satisfaction. The
standard error values show to what degree these values differ from each sample and whether
the standard errors can be used to establish whether the b-value differs considerably from
zero. For this model, social presence (t (64) = 10.788, p < .001) was a significant predictor of
satisfaction whereas the number of interactive elements (t (65) = -.032, p < .001) did not
significantly contribute to the prediction of the students’ satisfaction.
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Table 6 Satisfaction
Model Summary
Model

R

R Square

Adjusted R
Square

Std. Error of the
Estimate

1

.814a

.662

.652

.40682

a. Predictors: (Constant), Number of Interactive Elements, Social Presence Mean Score

ANOVAb
Model
1

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

F

Sig.

Regression

20.791

2

10.396

62.812

.000a

Residual

10.592

64

.166

Total

31.384

66

a. Predictors: (Constant), Number of Interactive Elements, Social Presence Mean Score
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Satisfaction Mean Score

Coefficientsa
Model

1

Unstandardized
Coefficients

Standardized
Coefficients

B
.335

Std. Error
.347

Beta

t
.965

Sig.
.338

Social Presence Mean
Score

.921

.085

.815

10.788

.000

Number of Interactive
Elements

-.001

.033

-.002

-.032

.974

(Constant)

a. Dependent Variable: Perceived Satisfaction Mean Score
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For both regression analyses, the investigator utilized the default (Enter) option in
SPSS, in which “All predictors are forced into the model simultaneously.” (Field, 2009, pg.
212). Reliabilities were respectable for the scales employed. Alpha values yielded 0.89 for
the Social Presence items, 0.95 for Perceived Learning items, and 0.94 for Satisfaction items.
Table 7: Alpha values.

As part of a check for the assumption of linearity, plots were produced for each of the
two main regression analyses conducted in which standardized residuals were plotted against
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standardized predicted values of the dependent variable. For the regression involving
perceived learning as the dependent variable, the following plot was obtained.
Figure 39: Perceived Learning Assumption Linearity Plot

Although the distribution of scores is not ideal, the plot does not seem to indicate the
existence of either a nonlinear relationship or heteroscedasticity. According to Field (2009)
heteroscedasticity “occurs when the residuals at each level of the predictor variable(s) have
unequal variances. Put another way, at each point along any predictor variable, the spread of
residuals is different” (p. 732).
As part of a check for the assumption of linearity, plots were produced for each of the
2 main regression analyses conducted in which standardized residuals were plotted against
standardized predicted values of the dependent variable. For the regression involving
satisfaction as the dependent variable, the following plot was obtained.
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Figure 40: Perceived Learning Assumption Linearity Plot

Although the distribution of scores is not ideal, the plot does not seem to indicate the
existence of either a nonlinear relationship or heteroscedasticity. Ideally, regression analyses
involve independent variables that are not highly correlated with one another, yet where each
is highly correlated with the dependent variable. In both regressions conducted in this study,
there were low correlations among the independent variables, yet each of these correlated
highly to the dependent variable.

88
Table 8: Correlations

Summary of the Data Analysis
This chapter presented the results of the study on the effects of social presence on
students’ perceived learning and satisfaction in online courses. Data for this study was
collected at a major higher education institution located in a Mid-Atlantic state. Regression
analysis was used to determine how strong is the relationship between the student’s
perceived learning, satisfaction and social presence, and the relative importance of social
presence towards that relationship while looking a number of interactive elements. According
to the findings, social presence was a strong predictor of students’ perceived learning and
satisfaction. In both research questions, the results showed that interactive elements only did
not have a significant relationship with students’ perceived learning and satisfaction. The
following chapter discusses the significance of the study, limitations and recommendations
for further research.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION
Overview
As learners seek for inexpensive alternative ways of earning higher education, there is
a need for institutions of higher learning to understand the effectiveness of these courses and
how to better plan, design, develop, manage, and deliver them in a way that will improve
how the students learn as well as their satisfaction. The aim of this study was to investigate
the effects of social presence on students’ perceived learning and satisfaction in online
courses. The rationale for this chapter is to discuss the significance of the study, limitations
of this study, implications, recommendations for further research and a conclusion. This
study adopted a quantitative method to collect and analyze data. The data was collected from
a targeted population of 160 graduate students enrolled in special education online courses at
a major higher education institution located in a Mid-Atlantic state. Out of the 160 graduate
students, 81 (50.63%) participated in this study. The participants were requested to complete
a survey at the end of the course, asking them a series of questions concerning their general
experience in respect to social presence, perceived learning, satisfaction and interactive
elements in the course.
Discussion
This section discusses the findings of the data analysis performed in this study. The
research questions were: Research Question 1, examined whether we can predict in a
statistically significant fashion using linear regression students’ perceived learning in a
course based on their perceived level of social presence and number of interactive elements
in the course. In Research Question 2 examined whether we can predict in a statistically
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significant fashion using linear regression students’ satisfaction in a course based on their
perceived level of social presence and number of interactive elements in the course.
For Research Question 1, the regression equation was significant. This illustrated that
the regression equation was significant hence rejecting the null hypothesis (Ho) that there is
no statistically significant regression model when trying to predict student’s perceived
learning from a combination of their social presence score and number of interactive
elements in the course. The results indicated 56% of variance in perceived learning
represented by Adjusted R² = 0.563 which demonstrated clearly that there is a strong
relationship involving students’ perceived learning and social presence. These findings
correspond with the results of previous studies. The results correspond to previous finding
that there is a positive relationship between social presence and perceived learning. A similar
study conducted by Picciano (2002), established a positive correlation of .67 among students’
perceived learning and social presence. Likewise, Richardson and Swan (2003) conducted a
study which established a variability of 42% in the perceived learning as predicted based on
social presence among the learners. Research by Swan and Shih (2005) also established a
positive relationship of .70 among students’ perceived learning and social presence. Most
recently, Hornik and Tupchiy (2006) also conducted a study which demonstrated a positive
correlation of .38 between students’ perceived learning and social presence.
For Research Question 2, the regression equation was significant. This illustrated that
the regression equation was significant hence rejecting the null hypothesis (Ho) that there is
no statistically significant regression model when trying to predict student’s satisfaction from
a combination of their social presence score and number of interactive elements in the
course. The results indicated 65% of variance in satisfaction represented by Adjusted R² =
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.652 which demonstrated clearly that there is a strong correlation between students’
satisfaction and social presence? These findings also match with the results of previous
studies which found that there is a positive relationship between social presence and
satisfaction. A study conducted by Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) predicted a positive
relationship between students’ satisfaction and social presence. This study established a
variability of 58% in the students’ satisfaction as predicted based on social presence hence
signifying that social presence was a strong predictor of students’ satisfaction in a computermediated environment.
For both research questions, the results show that interactive elements alone did not
have a statistically significant relationship on students’ perceived learning and satisfaction.
Consequently the technology by itself does not significantly effect how students learn. What
matters is the way the technology is used to support the social aspects of the learning process.
It is imperative to note that technology is merely a tool that can be used to deliver instruction
in an efficient and timely manner. As stated by Kearsley (1998), “While technology certainly
plays a role in distance education, it is far from the being the most significant element. Yet, it
is frequently the technology that receives all the attention, often to the exclusion of
curriculum design, learner support, appropriate administrative procedures, etc. This is one of
the major reasons why distance learning is often unsuccessful. Educators fail to understand
that distance education is really about creating a different kind of structure for learning and
teaching -- not the use of technology.” (p. 5). This study reiterates what Barker (2003) wrote
that “Technology is merely a tool for course delivery, and as with any tool, faculty members
must have confidence in their skills for using it and confidence that the tool promotes student
learning” (p. 24).
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In order for the technology to enhance learning, it is imperative that the right
instructional strategies are applied to accomplish the intended learning outcome. Excellence
in instruction can be achieved when technology is used as a tool to ascertain novel avenues
for attaining intended learning outcomes. Online education can be seen as an academic
advancement and a means of communication that allows engagement among the learners.
Huang (2002) suggests that “learning should involve interaction with other people or
environments, which fosters potential development through instructors’ guidance or in
collaboration with more peers” (p.7). With the use of technology, instructors are able to
develop different and quality courses as well as develop a unique relationship with their
students.
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Conclusions
As institutions of higher learning progressively implement online courses, more and
more questions arise pertaining to the barriers and challenges of online learning. One
particular challenge has been finding ways to develop and increase relations among students
in an online learning environment. The increasing research in social presence reveals that
there is a need for institutions of higher education to better understand social presence and
how it can be used to improve the learning and instructional experience. Garrison et al.
(2001) assert that social presence permits participants within an online learning community
to project their individuality into the online learning community. Based on Tu & McIsaac
(2002) social presence also establishes a learning community as well as sense of connection
which is typically lacking in online courses.
Aragon (2003) points out that social presence is a key aspect in the learning
experience in addition to building social presence in an online learning community. Social
presence is also very important for the students’ satisfaction as well as perceived learning.
Social presence creates an environment where members of the learning community feel they
are community with other people as opposed to the technology (Short et al., 1976). The
decrease in communication channels can result to a decrease of social presence and vice
versa. As stated by Rovai, Ponton, Wighting, and Baker (2007) “feelings of isolation and
lack of direct teacher contact in distance learning environments can result in the belief that
the student does not belong to a scholarly community, which may also contribute to student
attrition.”
Aragon (2003) points out that the formation of social presence in a learning
community improves connections among the participants and at the same time scatters the
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feeling of loneliness. Swan and Shih (2005) believe that there is a direct association between
the enhanced social presence and the students’ satisfaction. As per Mykota and Duncan
(2007) the main significance of social presence is its role of maintaining cognitive presence
and the more the students perceive their interaction in the learning community as enjoyable
and fulfilling, they become inclined to stay in the cohort of learners for the length of the
program and as a result social presence becomes a contributor to the learning experience.
A decade into the new century, more and more higher learning institutions are using
technology to enhance their students learning in online courses as well as using it to increase
social presence within this environment. The use of these innovative technologies allows the
students to effortlessly communicate among themselves along with other learners worldwide.
Vrasidas and McIsaac (1999) said “social presence could be promoted in a computermediated communication (CMC) setting by employing strategies that encourage interaction.”
(p.25). As we go into the future, educators ought to appropriately use both the existing and
new technologies to facilitate an environment where the learners are motivated and
encouraged to interact more.
Online courses offer an innovative environment for communication among students
and instructors and at the same time allows the instructors to develop courses, which are
student-centered and allow teamwork. Even though online learning allows easy access,
anytime from anywhere, it has to be appropriately designed to engage the students in order to
promote the desired learning. The objective of any instruction is help the students learn and
retain the information that is being presented to them. It is for that reason; educators must
clearly understand the principles of learning as well as how students learn in order to develop
the appropriate learning materials. This is particularly important in an online environment
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where both the instructors and students are physically separated. The learning material used
is designed based on sound learning principles. Although this study shows that social
presence played a very significant role in the students’ perceived learning and satisfaction
whereas the interactive elements did not affect how students learn, it is imperative for
educators to know how to create a learning environment where all these key areas work
simultaneously.
Significance of the Study
Given the issue of social presence in an online learning environment, it was
imperative to investigate whether it plays a role in students’ perceived learning and
satisfaction. The results of this study will increase the universal knowledge of this
topic in numerous ways:
1. Subsequent to reading the literature it showed that modest research has been done
on the function of social presence regarding students’ perceived learning and
satisfaction. For that reason, this research will be a complement to the increasing
number of studies on this topic while also providing a research example for future
researchers. In addition, it will play a role for others enhancing their
understanding social presence in Computer Mediated Communication (CMC).
2. The results will assist institutions of higher learning officials and instructors to
strategize suitable interventions and tactics that can help incorporate social
presence in online courses.
Limitations
The following are some of the limitations that were related to this study:
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1. The sample of this study was limited to the number of students enrolled in online
courses at a major higher education institution located in a Mid-Atlantic state.
Therefore, there is a need to conduct further studies to establish whether the same
results will be generated with a different population.
2. Due to the scale of the study, an appraisal was not done to find out if there were
pre-existing relationships among the participants given that they were from the
same university. It is therefore imperative to conduct further studies to establish if
the outcome of this study can be generalized to online courses with students who
do not know each other.
3. Another possible limitation of this study was that the sample size was to some
extent small. Having a larger sample size would have increased the robustness of
the data analyses and might have produced different results.
4. In addition, the participants in this study were all special education students.
Further studies with students in different subjects should be administered to see if
these results extend outside special education courses and students.
5. The data collected was student reports for all variables so there was no
independent verification of their reports and therefore dependent on the students’
ability to accurately report. This introduces the possibility of reliability and
validity concerns for the resulting data.
Implications
Results from this research emphasize the significance of social presence in an online
learning environment, specifically in enhancing students’ learning experience and
satisfaction. The study results present substantiation as to why there is a need for educators to
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use the existing and new technologies correctly to promote social presence. Both the
instructional designer and instructors need to develop courses that encourage social presence
among the learners, the learners and instructor hence leading to student satisfaction. Given
that social presence plays a major role in students’ perceived learning and satisfaction, there
is a need for the educators to design the courses in such a way that intentionally encourages
students to interact and engage while at the same time making sense of the information being
disseminated to them. Clearly, the finding of this study showed that even though a majority
of higher learning institutions focus more on the technology, it is the way that that
technology is used that really affects the students. What really matters is how the students use
the technology to communicate rather than the technology itself.
Recommendations for Further Research
My recommendation for further research is to use both a mixed research methodology
to merge the use of quantitative and qualitative methods. The benefit of using a mixed
research methodology is that both survey questions and in-person interviews can be used to
gather information and individual perspectives. Additionally, further studies with an adequate
sample size should be used in order to generalize the results. In addition, further research
should use a more diverse population, which includes students from different academic fields
as well as undergraduate students. Future research also needs to look at the roles instructors
play in creating social presence in online courses and what instructional strategies and
principles they use and whether these strategies affect students’ perceived learning and
satisfaction. Future studies should also be conducted to establish whether the social presence
influence instructors’ efficiency as well as their satisfaction with the courses they teach. With
the steady development of new technologies, further research should also be conducted to

98
look at emerging interactive elements such as social networking technologies e.g. Facebook,
MySpace, Twitter, Ning, etc.
Summary
This study looked into to investigate and review the role that social presence plays in
how students perceived learning and satisfaction in a computer-mediated communication
environment. According to the findings of this study, there is a relationship between
students’ perceived learning and social presence. When it comes to satisfaction there is a
relationship between students’ satisfaction and social presence. The results also showed that
interactive elements alone did not did not have effect on students’ perceived learning and
satisfaction hence confirming that technology by itself did not affect how students learn. The
literature review for this study supports that social presence plays a major role in how
students’ learning and whether or not they are satisfied with course. On the other hand, the
results of this research showed that the technology did not sway the students’ perceived
learning or satisfaction. Therefore this confirms that the technology by itself does not
enhance learning rather how it is used and applied.
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Appendix B: IRB Cover Letter Sent to Participants
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Appendix C: Cover Letter Sent to Faculty Requesting Assistance in Sending Survey to
Students
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Appendix D: Follow-Up E-Mails to Survey Participants
Dear Faculty Member,
Could you please send the reminder below to the students that have not yet responded to the
survey? I am extremely grateful for all your assistance.
Thank you in advance.
Joseph
___________________________________________________________________________

Dear Participant,
This letter is a request to those who have not already participated in this research study,
please could you take 15 minutes to give us your feedback at the following link:
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/Social_Presence
Thanks very much to everyone who has already completed the survey - your input will be
beneficial in understanding the effect of social presence on students’ perceived learning and
satisfaction in online courses. Your expediency in returning the Web-based questionnaire
will be greatly appreciated.
Thank you in advance for your time and help with this study.
Sincerely,
Joseph Nyachae
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Appendix E: Supplemental Tables from Chapter 4
Social Presence
Table 9: Getting to know other course participants gave me a sense of belonging in the
course.
Getting to know other
course participants

Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

11

14.5

Agree

41

53.9

Neutral

12

15.8

Disagree

10

13.2

Strongly Disagree

2

2.6

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100

Table 10: I was able to form distinct impressions of some course participants.
Form distinct
impressions

Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

10

13.2

Agree

50

65.8

Neutral

11

14.5

Disagree

2

2.6

Strongly Disagree

3

3.9

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100
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Table 11: Online or web-based communication is an excellent medium for social interaction.
Excellent medium for
social interaction
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

9

11.8

Agree

39

51.3

Neutral

19

25.0

Disagree

7

9.2

Strongly Disagree

2

2.6

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100

Table 12: I felt comfortable conversing through the online medium.
Comfortable
Conversing

Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

19

25.0

Agree

43

56.6

Neutral

8

10.5

Disagree

6

7.9

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100
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Table 13: I felt comfortable participating in the course discussions.
Comfortable
Participating

Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

13

17.1

Agree

49

64.5

Neutral

8

10.5

Disagree

6

7.9

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100

Table 14: I felt comfortable interacting with other course participants.
Comfortable Interacting

Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

15

19.7

Agree

47

61.8

Neutral

12

15.8

Disagree

1

1.3

Strongly Disagree

1

1.3

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100
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Table 15: I felt comfortable disagreeing with other course participants while still
maintaining a sense of trust.
Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

15

11.8

Agree

47

56.6

Neutral

12

15.8

Disagree

11

14.5

Strongly Disagree

1

1.3

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Comfortable Disagreeing

Total

81

100

Table 16: I felt that my point of view was acknowledged by other course participants.
Point of view was
acknowledged
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

13

17.3

Agree

53

70.7

Neutral

8

10.7

Disagree

1

1.3

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

75

100

Missing

6

Total

81

100
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Table 17: Online discussions help me to develop a sense of collaboration.
Point of view was
acknowledged
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

10

13.2

Agree

47

61.8

Neutral

12

15.8

Disagree

5

6.6

Strongly Disagree

2

2.6

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100
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Perceived Learning
Table 18: I learned to interrelate the important issues in the course material
Interrelate the important
issues
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

14

18.7

Agree

51

68.0

Neutral

4

5.3

Disagree

6

8.0

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

75

100

Missing

6

Total

81

100

Table 19: I gained a good understanding of the basic concepts of the material.
Understanding of the
basic concepts
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

18

23.7

Agree

52

68.4

Neutral

2

2.6

Disagree

4

5.3

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100
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Table 20: I learned to identify the central issues of the course.
Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

24

31.6

Agree

44

57.9

Neutral

4

5.3

Disagree

4

5.3

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Identify the central issues

Total

81

100

Table 21: I developed the ability to communicate clearly about the subject.
Developed the ability to
communicate
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

13

17.1

Agree

53

69.7

Neutral

6

7.9

Disagree

4

5.3

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100
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Table 22: I improved my ability to integrate facts and develop generalizations from the
course material.
Integrate facts and
develop generalizations
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

17

22.4

Agree

50

65.8

Neutral

6

7.9

Disagree

3

3.9

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100

Table 23: I learned concepts and principles in this course.
Learned concepts and
principles
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

22

28.9

Agree

48

63.2

Neutral

4

5.3

Disagree

1

1.3

Strongly Disagree

1

1.3

Total

76

100

Missing

5

Total

81

100
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Satisfaction
Table 24: I was able to learn through the medium of CMC.
Learn through the
medium
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

12

17.6

Agree

42

61.8

Neutral

12

17.6

Disagree

1

1.5

Strongly Disagree

1

1.5

Total

68

100

Missing

13

Total

81

100

Table 25: I was able to learn from the online discussions.
Learn from the online
discussions
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

21

29.6

Agree

40

56.3

Neutral

6

8.5

Disagree

2

2.8

Strongly Disagree

2

2.8

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Total

81

100
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Table 26: I felt motivated to explore content related questions.
Motivated to explore
content
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

12

17.1

Agree

43

61.4

Neutral

10

14.3

Disagree

4

5.7

Strongly Disagree

1

1.4

Total

70

100

Missing

11

Total

81

100

Table 27: I utilized a variety of information sources to explore problems posed in this course.
Utilized a variety of
information sources
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

13

18.8

Agree

49

71.0

Neutral

6

8.7

Disagree

1

1.4

Strongly Disagree

0

0.0

Total

69

100

Missing

12

Total

81

100
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Table 28: I was stimulated to do additional reading or research on topics discussed in the
online special education course.
Stimulated to do
additional reading or
research
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

10

14.1

Agree

40

56.3

Neutral

10

14.1

Disagree

6

8.5

Strongly Disagree

5

7.0

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Total

81

100

Table 29: I learned to value other points of view.
Value other points of
view
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

16

22.5

Agree

40

56.3

Neutral

13

18.3

Disagree

1

1.4

Strongly Disagree

1

1.4

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Total

81

100
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Table 30: As a result of my experience with the online special education course, I would like
to participate in another online course in the future.
Participate in another
online course
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

20

28.2

Agree

40

56.3

Neutral

7

9.9

Disagree

2

2.8

Strongly Disagree

2

2.8

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Total

81

100

Table 31: The online course was a useful learning experience.
Useful learning
experience
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

22

31.4

Agree

42

60.0

Neutral

2

2.9

Disagree

3

4.3

Strongly Disagree

1

1.4

Total

70

100

Missing

11

Total

81

100
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Table 32: As a result of my participation in the online course, I made acquaintances
electronically in other parts of the country/world.
Made acquaintances
electronically
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

9

12.7

Agree

29

40.8

Neutral

11

15.5

Disagree

17

23.9

Strongly Disagree

5

7.0

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Total

81

100

Table 33: The diversity of topics in the online course prompted me to participate in the
discussions.
Frequency

Percentage

Strongly Agree

9

12.7

Agree

43

60.6

Neutral

10

14.1

Disagree

7

9.9

Strongly Disagree

2

2.8

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Diversity of topics

Total

81

100

136

Table 34: I put a great deal of effort to learn the CMC system to participate in the online
course.
Put a great deal of effort
to learn the CMC
system
Strongly Agree

Frequency

Percentage

14

19.7

Agree

31

43.7

Neutral

17

23.9

Disagree

8

11.3

Strongly Disagree

1

1.4

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Total

81

100
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Interactive Elements
Table 35: Welcome messages
Welcome messages

Frequency

Percentage

Very Important Tool

15

21.4

Important Tool

39

55.7

Unimportant Tool

5

7.1

Not Used

11

15.7

Total

70

100

Missing

11

Total

81

100

Frequency

Percentage

Very Important Tool

11

15.5

Important Tool

24

33.8

Unimportant Tool

13

18.3

Not Used

23

32.4

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Table 36: Ice-breaker
Ice-break conversation

Total

81

100
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Table 37: Student profiles and biographies
Student profiles and
biographies
Very Important Tool

Frequency

Percentage

11

15.7

Important Tool

38

54.3

Unimportant Tool

16

22.9

Not Used

5

7.1

Total

70

100

Missing

11

Total

81

100

Table 38: Addressing students’ using their names
Addressing students’
using their names
Very Important Tool

Frequency

Percentage

21

28.8

Important Tool

45

61.6

Unimportant Tool

6

8.2

Not Used

1

1.4

Total

73

100

Missing

8

Total

81

100

139
Table 39: Social area in the discussion board (Sandbox)
Social area in the
discussion board
(Sandbox)
Very Important Tool

Frequency

Percentage

13

18.3

Important Tool

27

38.0

Unimportant Tool

13

18.3

Not Used

18

25.4

Total

71

100

Missing

10

Total

81

100

Frequency

Percentage

Very Important Tool

33

45.2

Important Tool

36

49.3

Unimportant Tool

3

4.1

Not Used

1

1.4

Total

73

100

Missing

8

Table 40: Audio
Audio

Total

81

100
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Table 41: Video using Wimba
Frequency

Percentage

Very Important Tool

27

37.0

Important Tool

21

28.8

Unimportant Tool

8

11.0

Not Used

17

23.3

Total

73

100

Missing

8

Video using Wimba

Total

81

100
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Appendix F: Perceived Learning Regression Analysis Output

Regression
Variables Entered/Removed
Model

1

Variables

Variables

Entered

Removed

Social Presence

b

Method
. Enter

Mean Score,
Number of
Interactive
a

Elements

a. All requested variables entered.
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Learning Mean Score

Model Summary
Model
R
1

.759

R Square
a

.576

Adjusted R

Std. Error of the

Square

Estimate
.563

.42976

a. Predictors: (Constant), Social Presence Mean Score, Number of
Interactive Elements
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b

ANOVA
Model
1

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

Regression

16.294

2

8.147

Residual

12.005

65

.185

Total

28.299

67

F

Sig.

44.110

.000

a

a. Predictors: (Constant), Social Presence Mean Score, Number of Interactive Elements
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Learning Mean Score

Coefficients

a

Model

Standardized
Unstandardized Coefficients
B

1

Std. Error

(Constant)

1.002

.366

Number of Interactive

-.008

.035

.820

.090

Coefficients
Beta

t

Sig.

2.735

.008

-.019

-.229

.819

.764

9.089

.000

Elements
Social Presence Mean
Score
a. Dependent Variable: Perceived Learning Mean Score
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Appendix G: Satisfaction Regression Analysis Output

Regression

Variables Entered/Removed
Model

1

Variables

Variables

Entered

Removed

Social Presence

b

Method
. Enter

Mean Score,
Number of
Interactive
a

Elements

a. All requested variables entered.
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Satisfaction Mean
Score

Model Summary
Model
R
1

.814

R Square
a

.662

Adjusted R

Std. Error of the

Square

Estimate
.652

.40682

a. Predictors: (Constant), Social Presence Mean Score, Number of
Interactive Elements
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b

ANOVA
Model
1

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

Regression

20.791

2

10.396

Residual

10.592

64

.166

Total

31.384

66

F

Sig.

62.812

.000

a

a. Predictors: (Constant), Social Presence Mean Score, Number of Interactive Elements
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Satisfaction Mean Score

Coefficients

a

Model

Standardized
Unstandardized Coefficients
B

1

(Constant)
Number of Interactive

Std. Error
.335

.347

-.001

.033

.921

.085

Coefficients
Beta

t

Sig.
.965

.338

-.002

-.032

.974

.815

10.788

.000

Elements
Social Presence Mean
Score
a. Dependent Variable: Perceived Satisfaction Mean Score
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Appendix H: Regression Analysis without Using Interactive Elements
If this predictive model were ever used to pragmatically predict Perceived Learning
or Satisfaction, then one would re-conduct the regression analyses without using interactive
elements as an Independent Variable, since this variable was not a significant predictor.
The resultant predictive models are:
PLMS = (.787) (Social Presence Mean Score) + 1.074
Social Presence, in this model, explains 57% of the variance in perceived learning.
PSMS = (.869) (Social Presence Mean Score)
Social Presence, in this predictive model, explains 65% of Perceived Satisfaction.

Regression
Variables Entered/Removed

Model
1

Variables

Variables

Entered

Removed

b

Social Presence
Mean Score

Method
. Enter

a

a. All requested variables entered.
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Learning Mean Score

Model Summary

Model
1

R
.758

R Square
a

.575

Adjusted R

Std. Error of the

Square

Estimate
.569

a. Predictors: (Constant), Social Presence Mean Score

.41727
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b

ANOVA
Model
1

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

Regression

17.418

1

17.418

Residual

12.884

74

.174

Total

30.302

75

F

Sig.

100.039

.000

a

a. Predictors: (Constant), Social Presence Mean Score
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Learning Mean Score

Coefficients

a

Standardized
Unstandardized Coefficients
Model
1

B
(Constant)

Std. Error
1.074

.304

.787

.079

Social Presence Mean Score

a. Dependent Variable: Perceived Learning Mean Score

Regression

Variables Entered/Removed

Model
1

Variables

Variables

Entered

Removed

b

Social Presence
Mean Score

Method
. Enter

a

a. All requested variables entered.
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Satisfaction Mean
Score

Model Summary

Coefficients
Beta

t

.758

Sig.
3.531

.001

10.002

.000
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Model

R

1

.809

R Square
a

Adjusted R

Std. Error of the

Square

Estimate

.654

.649

.40232

a. Predictors: (Constant), Social Presence Mean Score

b

ANOVA
Model
1

Sum of Squares

df

Mean Square

Regression

21.142

1

21.142

Residual

11.168

69

.162

Total

32.310

70

F

Sig.

130.619

.000

a

a. Predictors: (Constant), Social Presence Mean Score
b. Dependent Variable: Perceived Satisfaction Mean Score

Coefficients

a

Standardized
Unstandardized Coefficients
Model
1

B

Std. Error

(Constant)

.542

.293

Social Presence Mean Score

.869

.076

a. Dependent Variable: Perceived Satisfaction Mean Score

Frequencies

Coefficients
Beta

t

.809

Sig.
1.848

.069

11.429

.000
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Statistics
Number of Interactive Elements
N

Valid

68

Missing

13

Number of Interactive Elements
Cumulative
Frequency
Valid

Missing
Total

Percent

Valid Percent

Percent

2.00

1

1.2

1.5

1.5

3.00

1

1.2

1.5

2.9

4.00

5

6.2

7.4

10.3

5.00

7

8.6

10.3

20.6

6.00

12

14.8

17.6

38.2

7.00

4

4.9

5.9

44.1

8.00

38

46.9

55.9

100.0

Total

68

84.0

100.0

System

13

16.0

81

100.0

Appendix I: Comments the Respondents Submitted In Response
Below are excerpts from the comments the respondents submitted in response to the
additional comments section.
“On-line classes provide me with the opportunity to learn and interact with others while
staying in the comfort of my own home. I liked the fact that I did not have to travel and could
complete all of my work on-line.”
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“Online courses have very beneficial to me. The most convenient class I have taken was a
few years ago. The instructor recorded his lectures and we listened to them when we were
able. The class did not meet at any specific time. We listened to the lectures at our
convenience and, if we had questions, comments, etc., we could send the instructor an email
or post info on the discussion board. ”
“The inability to do more research & reading related to topics in the course is not because of
non interest; it is due to lack of time due to completing assignments, required reading,
working full time, and having a family.”
“I honestly do not feel any relationship with my teachers or fellow students in an online
class, unlike a real classroom. I do not feel that the introduction that they have us post is
sufficient in having us get to know each other or encourage communication. ”
“I love online courses! They are a lot of work, but well worth it since it is so flexible. ”
“The due dates are not clear and the quizzes are only offered 1 evening of the week.”
“I wish the instructor was more punctual and informative with responses to emails.”
“I found "break-out rooms or sessions" during class very beneficial. I had an easier time with
discussions using this method during live class sessions.”
“Taking my coursework on line has opened a new window of opportunity for me and my
family. I did not have to deal with driving time, and was able to observe in the local school
district which has also been convenient. There has been a few of my peers that I grew to
respect because they seemed like they were good students, but unfortunately it did seem to
me like there were some students that did the minimum.”
“I do not feel extremely comfortable expressing an opinion that is in conflict with the opinion
of the professor. In addition, I feel that setting up the discussions with a graded portion for
the discussions, while necessary I understand, poses an undue burden on those people who
prefer to do work in advance. I have found myself needing to log in the day an assignment is
due because a group person is late posting their portion of the discussion. I then feel
compelled to write a quick not well thought out response for fear that my grade would be
lowered for not posting before the midnight deadline. In previous online courses I was
required to respond to a number of postings, but not necessarily every posting. This allowed
me to think through and post something meaningful. This semester I find myself much more
anxious because my group members are not posting their initial portion until last minute.
And since I am required to respond to every posting from my group, I have been forced to
check 2-3 times a day on the last day or two to be sure I do what I need to receive a high
grade. Couple this with the fact that I am a HI-Tech grant participant, and need an A or B to
be reimbursed and I find it unfair that my grade and thus my reimbursement is in another
student's hands.”
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“I prefer the typical classroom where I can get instant feedback to a question. I prefer having
someone in person to ask a question to. These two classes that I have had have been the most
stressful classes that I have ever had. I did not/ nor do I enjoy this class that I am currently
taking. I am only taking online because it is not offered in class where I live.”
“I have found that classes that required collaboration with other students for discussions and
assignments increased the amount of social interaction. For example, Course 663 had several
assignments in which you had to work with a partner in collaborating lesson plans (which
was I did via phone conversations and email despite the fact my partner and I lived in the
same county) and we had breakaway questions during the class, in which we were randomly
put into groups, given a question to discuss and answer together and then share with the
entire class. These types of assignments strongly encourage social interaction whereas
Course 601, all assignments were individual and questions asked in class were asked of
everyone with a response box to fill in. While all answers were visible, it was not what I
would consider to be a "social interaction" with peers. Honestly the student profiles and
biographies don't mean anything to me. It provides a face to a name and some background
information but it is not the same as being in the same physical space. Social areas in the
discussion boards are rarely used and when they are, not many people respond.”
“I feel very comfortable with the online courses and they are very convenient for those of us
who have full time teaching jobs and a family!”
“I feel that the online experience would be much more satisfying if there were a way for us to
see each other. Even the use of avatars would fulfill this need to feel as if we are interacting
with actual people and not just faceless voices and typing.”
“I have really appreciated the offering of on-line classes because of my very tight schedule.
They, also, offer interaction with other professionals that enhances my teaching skills and
strategies as well as support and ideas.”

John H.
Hagen
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